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ABSTRACT 

The objectives of this study were to identify 
specific performance demands of choral literature written by 
contemporary American composers, to relate these demands to the 
skills and knowledge reguired to learn this music, and to formulate 
teaching procedures tha‘- lead to successful performance. The 
compositions used, William Schumanns ’’The Last Invocation”, Dello 
joio’s ’’Jubilant Song”, and Barber’s ’’Reincarnations”, require 
special perceptual skills and present many learning problems because 
of their pitch, harmonic and rhythmic features.. Seventy members of an 
A Cappella Choir were randomly divided into control and experimental 
groups; both of them briefly examined the scores, recorded the three 
numbers, and had eight rehearsals with the same conductor. The 
control group was limited to the score and rote drill procedures; 
unknown to the singers, warm-up exercises and drills were derived 
from problems in the music to be learned. The experimental group 
received the same treatment, but were also exposed to theoretical 
derivations of the musical problems and cross-referencing to 
encourage transfer of learning to reoccurrences of the same patterns. 
Performances were recorded again and evaluated by three choral judges 
who unanimously decided that the experimental group’s post-rehearsal 
tape was superior in accuracy of pitch, rhythm, and security of 
singing. It was concluded that planned learning activities based upon 
analytically-derived problem features of choral music are highly 
effective in developing the musical accuracy of choral singers. (WM) 
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SUMMARY 



An Analytical Study of Selected Contemporary American 
Choral Composi tions and the Implications for Teaching Methods 
of Reading Music was begun in the spring of 1968, being funded 
by the United States Office of Education in November 1968. The 
study was completed in October 1969. 

A list of contemporary American choral composers and 
compositions was compiled from the U. S. Government Print- 
ing Office Catalog of Published Concert Music by American 
Composers, 1964, and Supplement, 1965 . The list was refined 
to include only SATB music using compositional techniques dif- 
fering significantly from those of the common practice period 
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and representing idioms 
uniquely associated with the modern scene. The selections were 
to require no accompaniment or keyboard only. The resulting 
list was sent to choral conductors primarily at universities with 
enrollments over ten thousand to determine those compositions 
which presented significant learning problems to their singers 
according to the conductor's personal experience. The follow- 
ing eight composers and representative compositions were thus 

selected for use: 



1 . 


Charles Ives 


Three Harvest Home Chorales 


2. 


Samuel Barber 


R e incar nations 


3. 


Norman Dello Joio 


Jubilant Song 


4. 


Vincent Persichetti 


"Gloria" (from Mass) 


5. 


Daniel Pinkham 


Stabat Mater 


6. 


Lukas Foss 


Psalms 


7. 


William Schuman 


"The Last Invocation" (from 






Carols of Death) 


8. 


Aaron Copland 


In the Beginning 


Upon intensive analysis 


three of these were found to embody 



were selected for the experimental design. These were the Schu- 
man "The Last Invocation", the Dello Joio Jubilant Song , and 
the Barber Reincarnations. With the pitch, rhythm and harmony 



features which might require special perceptual skills identified 
through analysis of the three compositions, learning activities 
were proposed to provide appropriate experience and to build the 



necessary concepts. 



An experiment was designed to assess the effectiveness of 
the proposed learning activities by dividing the subjects, college 
A Cappella Choir students, into a control group and an experi- 
mental group of seventy students each. 

Each group was given two minutes to examine the score and 
was then recorded singing the number, it having been first deter- 
mined that none of the pieces was familiar to any of the subjects. 
This procedure was followed with each of the three numbers, the 
results being recorded to provide a pre-assessment. Each group 
then experienced eight rehearsals under the same conductor, the 
control group being limited to the hand-held score and rote drill 
procedures (i. e. , "lining out" patterns on the piano or with the 
conductor's voice). Although warmup exercises and drills were 
derived from problems in the music to be learned, the control 
singers were not advised of this- -a pure rote situation being main- 
tained. The experimental group was given the treatment above 
plus deliberate attention to the theoretical derivations of the musi- 
cal problems and constant cross-referencing to encourage transfer 
of learning to re-occurrences of the same patterns. The overhead 
projector was used extensively with overlays to highlight the spe- 
cific features under consideration. 

After the eight rehearsals the two groups were recorded in 
performance of the three numbers. The recordings were evalu- 
ated independently by three choral adjudicators who heard the pre- 
treatment recording of the three numbers by an unidentified choir, 
followed by the post-treatment recording by the same choir. Each 
choir and number was similarly adjudicated. 

The judges were unanimous in adjudicating the post-treatment 
tape of the experimental group superior in the accuracy of pitch 
and rhythm and in the security with which they sang. This was the 
primary feature which the judges were asked to evaluate. They 
were also unanimous in selecting the experimental group as show- 
ing the greatest improvement between the pre-treatment and post- 
treatment tapes. 

An interesting and unexpected verdict appeared in the free 
comments of two of the judges. Each independently observed 
that the control group demonstrated a greater feeling and spirit 
for the music being performed in the post- treatment taping even 
though they were "a little fuzzy" and "not sure of their pitches"! 
The control group (rote- taught) further showed better "ability 
to listen to one another, to vary pitch so as to arrive at a blend 
of harmony", especially in the Barber number "which is more 
tonal and employs more imitation from voice to voice. . . " 
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The investigators' conclusions are that the specific planned 
learning activities based upon analytically- derived problem fea- 
tures of the music are highly effective in building musical ac- 
curacy in the choral singers. These experiences must be in- 
serted briskly into the rehearsal without interrupting seriously 
the aesthetic involvement in the music. Thus experienced, they 
do tend to carry over and accumulate into a transferable body 
of musical learning and growth. Warmup material derived 
from the music being studied, whether taught purely by rote or 
by deliberate study through ear, eye and bodily response move- 
ment, is valuable; the latter being more effective than the pure 
rote experience. The greatest disadvantages lie in the intense 
analytical preparation required of the conductor for rehearsals 
aimed at teaching musicianship, and in the skill which the con- 
ductor must develop to draw these analytical features from the 
musical experience itself, without completely breaking the sing- 
er's aesthetic involvement with the music. 

There is an apparent hazard in the analytical-discovern 
approach to learning contemporary music, (perhaps related to 
the physiological fact that there are about forty neural receptors 
from the eye to the brain for every one going from the ear to 
brain). If continued attention is being called to visual notation 
symbols in the rehearsal, an overpowering competition for the 
brain's attention is created. The auditory stimuli may thus be 
sublimated in the subject's response to the competing neural ap- 
peals until such time as he is sufficiently experienced with both 
visual and auditory stimuli to integrate them into one musical 
meaning-- a very advanced skill indeed in contemporary music. 

It is hypothesized that if both the rote and the studied ap- 
proaches to the rehearsal experience were carried on until 
the music were memorized, the subsequent distraction of 
competing visual symbols would allow the affective, aesthetic 
involvement of the experimental group to once more emerge with 
a spontaneity equal to the control group in performance. In such 
a desired situation the' singerwould have both the accuracy and 
the security devolving from a studied, analytical-discovery ap- 
proach, which would make faster learning possible through in- 
crease of general musical skill and understanding, and the 
spontaneity and affective expression which are sought for in 
musical performance. 
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INTRODUCTION 



In recognition of the desirability of more extensive use of 
the contemporary music of our own national culture in the schools 
of our country, the Office of Education and other agencies have in- 
vested substantially and generously over the past decade to encourage 
the creation and performance of contemporary American music. The 
result has been more evident in encouraging the creation than the per- 
formance; more successful in stimulating the performance of contemp- 
orary instrumental music than in increasing the performance of con- 
temporary choral literature. 



A 1966 study of preference patterns in high school, college, and 
community choral programs in the United States showed that con- 
temporary music has not achieved a significant place in the perform- 
ance repertoire. This study also pointed out that twentieth century 
American composers of choral music were behind their foreign con- 
temporaries in popularity. 



A primary reason for this lies in the peculiar and extensive 
demands which contemporary idioms place upon the musicianship 
of the singer, who, unlike the instrumentalist, has no mechanical 
aids to assist him in negotiating new and unfamiliar melodic lines, 
bizarre harmonic and polyphonic textures, and unusual tone qualities 
and forms. 



According to one contemporary American composer, music 
education has been slow to adjust to new conventions found in today's 
more complex music. Comparatively few choral groups in high 
school or college are performing the type of music being produced 
by America's outstanding composers. The reason for this condition 
is the inability of the majority of such choral groups in America 
to perform music which is foreign to the traditional harmonic and 
melodic idioms. ^ 



1 Stanley L. DeFries, "An Analysis of Preference Patterns in 
Choral Programs in the United States of America" (Unpublished 
Dissertation, Indiana University, 19 66), 

2 Joseph Penna, "The New Versus Tradition in Music Education, " 
Perspectives in Music Education , Source Book III (Washington, D. C. : 
Music Educator's National Conference, 1966), p, 269. 

3 Ibid. , p. 269. 
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The lack of appreciation and enjoyment was related to a lack 
of understanding of contemporary music in a study by Hornyak. 

He revealed a limited comprehension by untrained subjects of 
dissonances and changing metexs in twentieth century composi- 
tion, even after a verbal explanation of these features. 4 Al- 
though Hornyak’ s study was applied primarily to listeners, it 
can be equally as applicable to singers in the light of an obser- 
vation by Mursell that "music is more satisfying both to hear 
and to perform if its rhythmic organization, key relationships, 
phrase structure, and melodic and harmonic textures are pri- 
marily and clearly grasped, 1,5 i. e. , the aesthetic nature of mu- 
sic is also affected by this understanding. 

The lack of effective instructional procedures in the reading 
of contemporary choral music is another contributing factor to 
this problem. A study by Hales made apparent the existence of 
problems in choral reading, especially in certain sections of the 
United States. From his reasearch it was revealed that outside 
pressures directed toward performance objectives were among 
the leading causes contributing to the lack of proper music read- 
ing methods. Also listed as vital problems were the lack of uti- 
lization of an existent variety and abundance of good literature 
and the failure to use effective teaching procedures recommended 
by leading music educators. ® 

This want of fluency by choral students and teachers in meet- 
ing the demands of contemporary music has resulted in a lack of 
interest in good literature and in a lack of motivation for today's 
aspiring composers to write choral music in a contemporary id- 
iom. One of the primary reasons for the gap between music ed- 
ucators and contemporary composers is the limited preparation 
of music educators in understanding and developing skills and 
methods of reading and utilizing complex contemporary choral 
music. The major, minor, and chromatic scales are used as 
the basis for most vocal reading instruction, and naturally lead 



4. R. Robert Hornyak, back cover of American Education, 

Vol. 3 (September 1967). 

5. James L. Mursell, "Growth Processes in Music Education, 1 
Chapter VI in Basic Concepts in Music Education , edited by Nel- 
son B. Henry (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958 

p. 150. 

6. Bernell Hales, "A Study of Music Reading Programs in High 
School Chorus ses in the Rocky Mountain States" (Unpublished Dis- 
sertation, University of Oregon, 1961). 
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to performance of music containing the same tonal and traditional 
rhythmic features. Jf music educators expect to move their stu- 
dents more completely into the stream of our contemporary culture, 
it will be necessary to acquaint the students with the modern musi- 
cal idioms used by outstanding, living American composers, and to 
teach them to read and to perform in these idioms. 



Purpose and Need 



The objectives of the present study were to identify and isolate 
the specific musical demands on performers of representative con- 
temporary choral literature by American composers, and to relate 
these unique demands to the skills and knowledge necessary to learn 
the music. A secondary goal in identification of these musical fea- 
tures was to formulate teaching procedures which would facilitate 
the development of skills and understandings leading to successful 
performance of this music. 

Preliminary research revealed a number of studies made in 
devising choral reading methods, but not from the specific source 
of American contemporary choral music. Other studies have been 
made of an analytical nature which deal with contemporary choral 
music, but without relation to the improvement of those skills and 
understandings which are necessary to learn such music. One such 
study was made by Harris, the purpose of which was to determine 
the availability and educational content of selected contemporary 
SATB compositions. The outcomes indicated: 

1. Availability of a great many published compositions for 

study and performance by high school music students. 

2. Many musical styles and compositional techniques suit- 
able for study and consideration by music educators and 
students. 

3. Many compositions of varying ranges of difficulty from 
comparatively easy to extremely difficult. 

4. Much available choral music suitable to the voice range 
and tessitura of teenagers. 

5. Many compositions with melodic, rhythmic, harmonic 
and formal features for study and performance by student 
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musicians. ' 

Harris' study implies the existence of a great variety of litera- 
ture to choose from, much of which could form the basis for 
studies similar to this present one. 

Study is necessary to determine a pedagogical 
approach to teach singers more intelligent and thought- 
ful methods to accomplish the many challenges of con- 
temporary choral music. This study has shown that 
a great amount of suitable choral material is available. 

It has also pointed out much educational context in these 
compositions. A logical next step would be for the cho- 
ral profession to research a number of procedures to 
aid in the study and performance of the music. 8 

A study by Manzo, which attempted to discover the composi- 
tional and interpretive techniques employed in selected contemporr 
rary American music, delineated for the college choral conductor 
the performance problems inherent in the music. Conclusions 
from this study indicate the following: 

1. A movement to free the text from the rigid confines 
of the bar lines. 

2. Parallel motion of interval relationships. 

3. Less symmetrical rhythmic patterns, odd-number 
meters, and multi- rhythms. 

4. Extreme variety of dynamic treatment „ 

5. The use of rhythmic and melodic motives, repeated 
patterns, contrast in texture, and vocal and 1 piano 
ostinato patterns. 9 

Two compositions chosen for analysis in Manzo' s study are also 
included in this present analysis; however, implications for teach- 
ing music reading skills have been added to this study with a further 



7 Wesley Harris, "An Analytical Inventory of Selected Contempo- 
rary SATB Compositions for High School Choirs" (Unpublished Dis- 
sertation, University of Oregon, 1966), pp. 696-699. 

8 Ibid . , p. 700 

9 Ralph Dan Manzo, "A Study of Selected Choral Works by Amer- 
ican Contemporary Composers" (Unpublished Dissertation, Colorado 
State College, 1961). 
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